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Design Pioneers
As a designer, it is sometimes difficult to create something that hasn’t already
been created or do something that hasn’t already been done. Just when you think you’ve
designed something totally unique, a quick Google search is all it takes for you to realize
how foolish you were to believe you were the only person who had that idea or vision.
Even though this could be quite discouraging, it is important to not just cash in on your
creative dreams but to continue working hard, pushing yourself to be the best designer
you can be. If something has already been done, nothing is stopping us from taking that
style and making it better. With that said, it is only fair that we amateur designers pay
tribute to the design pioneers who came before us who were able to define a vision that
had not been explored yet.
Artists Hari Panicker and Deepti Nair are an artistic power couple who joined
forces to create a unique style of shadow box paper cut illustration that took them
across the country and allowed them to share their art with millions of people. Their
popularity grew rapidly but it took years of work and one lucky break to get to that point.




Different examples of Hari and Deepti’s layered paper cut diorama artwork.

Hari Panicker was born in Mumbai India in 1980 and lived there for the majority
of his young adult life. Following the usual trend of South Indian students, Panicker
studied Engineering in school but quickly realized this was not the path he was destined
to take. After graduating, Panicker built up the courage to tell his father he wanted to
study design. Hari's dad has always been his main inspiration for anything creative ever
since Hari saw him build a table and chair from scraps after their carpenter failed to
show up after the first day. Although Hari was hopeful his dad would approve of his
decision to study design, he was ultimately surprised when he found out his dad was in

full support of this "radical" decision. Hari Panicker graduated from the Industrial Design
Center, IIT Bombay with a master's degree in design.
Following graduate school, Panicker worked as the senior designer for Viacom
from 2006-2010. There, he created graphics, branding, and designs for on-air shows and
off-air events and activities for television networks such as MTV India, VH1 India,
Nickelodeon, and Comedy Central. Hari has a fun and colorful illustration style and his
use of simple geometric shapes and texture creates a style that can be appreciated by
both children and adults alike. After gaining attention for his work at Viacom, Panicker
found some freelance work including the designing of an album cover for an Indian
electronic dance artist Dualist Inquiry and the cover of Rolling Stone's annual edition:
Cover as Art Project. When Panicker isn't screen printing and working for clients, he is
either daydreaming about life in space, drawing monsters, collecting and customizing
vinyl toys, riding his bike, or working on becoming fluent in all 17 languages he can
speak. Another big project that keeps Panicker busy is managing his own line of
merchandise under the name "Thumbdemon."
While Hari Panicker has done well for himself as a solo artist, his career didn't
take off as we know it to be today until he met his now wife, Deepti Nair. Nair was also
born in India but came a year after Panicker. At the National Institute of Design, Nair
focused on User Experience Design, Cognitive Studies, Ergonomic Studies, Usability
Studies, and Information Design. She Earned a Post Graduate Diploma, which is the
equivalent to a Master's Degree, in New Media Design. From there, Nair worked as the
Senior UX Designer/Lead for a telecom company called Tech Mahindra Americas and

another called Century Link. In those positions, she was responsible for doing user
experience research, mobile game design research, polling users and clients, working
with the engineering team, and ensuring user experience was maintained during product
development.
While Deepti Nair appreciates her job and believes it is what keeps her sane, she
values the time she gets to step away from the computer and create art that is much
more hands-on. Nair believes art should be felt and experienced so painting is a way
she expresses herself and connects with art and will admit to having over 12 pairs of
paint-splattered jeans to prove it. She also specializes in doodling in her sketchbook,
drawing, working in clay, and her new obsession: paper cutting.
Together, Hari Panicker and Deepti Nair combined their individual styles to create
fantastical worlds that tell a story with layers of cut paper in shadow boxes. The two
have always been drawn to the imaginative aspect of storytelling and bringing stories to
life, and with a mutual belief that "we are all travelers," they found themselves traveling
to Europe and Asia to gather inspiration. While Hari and Deepti both grew up in India, the
desire to work together took them to Denver, where their journey in paper cutting art
began.
The art of papercutting (Chien-chih) originated in China around A.D. 100 after Cai
Lun invented paper. At this time, paper was a precious article of trade, and those who
had access to it for purposes other than writing were generally of the upper class –
royal nobles who lived in palaces. Beginning in the seventh century, paper cutting began
entering mainstream culture as a decorative art form during Chinese holidays.

Eventually, it spread to the rest of the world including Germany, Poland and Japan. In
the fourteenth century; China moved on to other art forms, and papercutting dwindled
until it became virtually nonexistent.
Hari and Deepti not only reinvented the ancient Chinese art of papercutting, but
they also drew inspiration from Balinese shadow puppetry know as Wayang. Hari was
inspired by Balinese shadow puppets from his youth. The puppets are made of paper
and sometimes leather, had joints so they could be repositioned, and with the use of a
single candle mounted behind each puppet, the silhouette of each character is projected
onto a light permeable surface that the audience will see on one side. The puppeteers
controlling their own individual puppets are working on the other side, behind the
screen. Shadow puppetry involves the use of flat articulated figures, known as shadow
puppets, to tell stories and just generally entertain. This form of amusement is
associated with a number of different countries including Nepal, India, Thailand,
Malaysia, Indonesia, and many others. Shadow puppetry is known as wayang in Bali.
The word, “wayang” comes from Java and it means shadow. This form of theatre is
believed to have arrived on the island of Java sometime around the first century AD. It
was just one aspect of Hindu culture that the locals embraced. Many of the shows are
based on Ramayana and Mahabharata Hindu epics. The Balinese also use their own
stories, and by doing so they made shadow puppetry their own. These tales tend to
involve romance, adventure, or slapstick comedy.

Here is an example of wayang where the puppeteers use a large flame to light the paper cut puppets from behind.

A less cultural and more architectural form of art that inspired Hari and Deepti to
do the work they are doing today are dioramas. Dioramas, often seen in museums,
always fascinated Hari because the small, detailed, fantastical worlds and
environments were created by hand. He started to create some of his own which
eventually led to the creation of his and Deepti's papercut light box dioramas. Hari and
Deepti also find inspiration through movies, books and music. They take the worlds
created or described then visualize and recreate them in their own interpretation.
Sometimes the couple will even recreate the same story/ world multiple times but in
totally different ways. They have sought inspiration from sources as far flung as the

mystical lands of Jules Verne’s 2
 0,000 Leagues Under the Sea to the Rabbit in the Moon,
a mythical tale from Aztec folklore. Wherever they find a story that moves them, they are
inspired to try and create it in shadow. It is evident that Hari and Deepti gather
inspiration from all over but one major source that piques their creativity is nature. They
are able to create art from things they see in nature and from places they’ve traveled.
They are able to visualize nature in layers – they can transform a scene they experience
in life into the style of their artwork.
In the art Hari and Deepti create together, a lot of thought goes into each piece
and a lot of each of their artistic styles. The couple brings their unique styles and
personalities together in their paper cut artwork. They would describe their artistic
relationship as a Venn Diagram. With Hari's calm personality in one circle and Deepti's
hyper personality in the other. The art they create is represented by where the circles
intersect. Their artwork consists of a lot of layers (hyper = Deepti) that create an overall
soothing and relaxed image (calm = Hari). The act of creating their art is also described
as a Venn Diagram in the sense that Deepti likes hands on creations and Hari likes
illustration; paper cutting joins them in the middle with an initial sketch and the act of
cutting by hand.
The joining of the skills of Hari Panicker and Deepti Nair ended up being one of
the best decisions the couple had made and their first joint piece kickstarted their huge
success. In 2011 the couple was invited to participate in a local art auction benefit in
Denver. They had no art material except for paint and sheets of paper. Overnight, they
created an installation called Orange Lotus. To create the piece, they hand painted each

sheet of paper with watercolor paint, cut out the forms to create their image and
assembled the pages in layers inside an extra shadow box Deepti had lying around. This
approach yielded a physically three dimensional illustration that we don’t typically see.
The piece sold immediately and gathered rave reviews from spectators and the art
community and before they knew it, the couple was offered their first first solo show in
Denver.

Orange Lotus- Hari and Deepti’s first shadow box illustration.

Because their piece had such a positive response, Hari and Deepti knew they had
to keep going and keep improving but also didn’t want to stray too far away from the
style that got them such broad recognition. Keeping it simple, they stuck to using three

basic materials – paper, shadow boxes, and light. Although the first piece was painted
paper, they switched to using plain white paper to keep it simple. They believe, "Paper is
brutal in its simplicity as a medium. It demands the attention of the artist while it
provides the softness they need to mold it into something beautiful. It is playful, light,
colorless and colorful. It is minimal and intricate. It reflects light, creates depth and
illusions in a way that it takes the artist through a journey with limitless possibilities.”
While papercutting is now done with laser cutters, Hari and Deepti stick to the traditional
art of cutting by hand. The use of a shadow box was Deepti’s idea and doing so allows
depth for layering and adds dimension. The couple believes the shadow box also acts a
nice frame for their work which brings it all together and creates a finished look.
Lighting is the newest element Hari and Deepti have added to their work and arguably
the most crucial. The warm yellow light that back-lights the scene creates a pleasant,
warm mood for the viewer. Backlighting the pieces add interest and drama and is a
unique way of taking their work to a new level in the world of illustration.

Hari and Deepti’s Collaborative Process Explained

Although the materials used are minimal, the process behind creating papercut shadow
boxes is much more in-depth. First, they start with sketching and Hari usually takes the
lead. When starting a flat, initial sketch, he does it while thinking about how everything
will be layered and what goes where, keeping in mind each final piece is usually 12- 15
layers deep. Once the sketch is complete, he then sketches onto multiple sheets of
vellum as he imagined the layers would be when he was sketching. In doing so, he is
able to stack the drawing and see where and how things line up to create the final
visual. He then transfers the vellum drawings onto thick paper so they are ready to be
cut. The next step is cutting. Although Hari and Deepti are a happily married couple and
artistic duo, they don’t do everything together. When it comes to cutting, they split the
work evenly and each takes the same number of sheets. They then go off to their
separate workstations where Deepti watches sitcoms, specifically Frasier, and Hari will
listen to music in his workspace because watching television distracts him. Both agree
the cutting part of the process is therapeutic for its repetitive nature and demand for
time and attention. Once the cutting is done, they join back together (usually over
dinner) to discuss and critique each other's work. They will make suggestions for any
changes that might enhance the piece.
When the drawing and cutting is complete, Hari and Deepti begin to assemble the
piece. Assembling can be difficult when working with white so a well-lit room is critical
for the assembly process. Lighting and humidity presented issues for Hari and Deepti

when they returned to India and were faced with the darkness and moisture of monsoon
season for the first time since they started this specific type of art. The dampness in the
air had a warping effect on the paper which neither Hari nor Deepti had anticipated.
There was a learning curve as a result, including rounds of revisions, but the duo made it
work!
Finally, the artwork is ready to be lit and that plays the biggest role in the piece.
The lighting creates depth and as the layers get further away from the back light, they
become darker because as each layer is placed, the light penetrates through less and
less. The darker the layer, the further it is from the light source but the closer it is to the
viewer’s foreground. Both Hari and Deepti have lamps in their work areas to constantly
test the penetrative properties of the light. While assembly and lighting and cleaning the
frame are the most tedious steps of creating the pieces, the most rewarding part is the
final lighting because when the atmospheric lights go down and the backlight behind
the artwork comes on, they can finally see how all their hard work paid off.
The duo started getting invited to events to demonstrate their artwork process
and to reveal themselves to public scrutiny. They started off with solo shows and
workshops and then moved on to a curated show at the Context Art Fair. They have
been to the Select Art Fair & Scope Art Fair, which is a part of the ART Basel show in
Miami and in New York, where they have exhibited for three consecutive years. Hari and
Deepti have shown at galleries like Black Book Gallery (Denver), Svper Ordinary (Denver),
Spoke Art (San Francisco), Lequivive (Oakland) and they had their first solo show in
Europe at Blank Space Gallery (2015, Oslo, Norway). Recently they had their first solo

show in Asia at Pier 2 in Kaohsiung, Taiwan. In April 2016 they were invited by the Dubai
Culture and Arts Authority to be a part of the Dubai Art Season and to create a 6ft by 6ft
paper cut installation. Interestingly, they have also painted four murals including one of
their largest murals in Denver, Colorado - a gigantic 125 ft mural for the New Belgium
Brewing in the heart of the city. Their Globeville mural commissioned by the Denver
Urban Arts Funds was voted as the Best New Mural in Denver for the year 2014 by
Westword. In the fall of 2015 they finished painting a mural at a rural village school run
by the NGO - Gram Vikas in Kankia, Odisha. This was a part of an art workshop they
conducted at the art space - Kalpana Dham for the local kids, promoting art and creative
thinking. Hari and Deepti are often praised for their work but they don’t like to take all
the credit. In fact, one quote they deeply believe in and recite to their fans is, “If I have
seen further than others, it is by standing upon the shoulders of giants.” – Newton



New Belgium Brewing Company Mural



Globeville Mural- Voted “Best New Mural” in Denver in 2014

Hari and Deepti's shadow boxes have garnered extremely positive feedback.
They create worlds that are simple and gentle yet ethereal and elegant. They create
experiences for their viewers and worlds you want to live in, usually involving a utopia
where we live in harmony with nature. Hari and Deepti love when viewers interact with
their pieces and proclaimed how rewarding it was when a little boy speaking Mandarin
expressed how he wanted to live in their life-sized diorama titled “Nomadic Dwellers” in
their show in Taiwan.

Nomadic Dwellers Work in Progress

Children interacting with Nomadic Dwellers

As they continue creating, Hari and Deepti naturally get better and better and
their artwork has started to evolve. Their characters and their worlds started becoming
more intricate. For example, they started to incorporate the use of vellum for
transparent water effects and for delicate, translucent fins of fish and the bodies of
jellyfish. This subtle but totally genius addition greatly improved their work. Another
change they had to consider was how and where to do shows. They realized their work
was getting lost in group shows because most artwork is lit from above, in front of the
work, but they needed a dark interior at their shows. The changes did not go unnoticed
and they continued to share their art with the world. They were commissioned to design
the cover of the books, T
 he Princess and the Goblin and Tumble & Blue, w
 hich took their
three-dimensional style to a two-dimensional surface. In addition to these new works,
the couple created a few more large-scale installations. They branched out and

embraced illustration on non-traditional surfaces. Hari and Deepti designed limited
edition snowboards for the Breckenridge Brewery and its opening day giveaway. Not
only was their art featured on the snowboards, but the actual piece that was created for
the art was lit and on display for opening day. Customers were able to see the 3D backlit
shadow box piece as well as the snowboard art. They also created an AIGA window
installation titled "Rise & Skate" which was a 6 x 6 ft papercut installation for the Bordo
Bello art show in NYC.
Their biggest installation to date was the larger than life replica of a tea canister
for their Pure Leaf traveling show, used for marketing purposes. Approached by Pure
Leaf from New York, Harti and Deepti were asked to create an installation that featured
a different light box illustration on all 4 sides. Each side depicted a step in the 4-step
process Pure Leaf uses to create their tea. Hari and Deepti were in India and didn’t have
time to go back to Colorado to do the work so they collaborated with designers in the
US who would cut the paper and assemble the final piece. They had no idea how it
would turn out since it was communicated via conference calls and digital files. The
duo live streamed to their team in Colorado and gave instructions on the layers to be
cut, what goes where and what glue to use. This marketing installation piece was
transported from New York to Seattle, making stops at cities along the way for
passersby to view this street corner installation and interact with it to gain an
understanding of the tea making process followed by Pure Leaf.
As one would imagine, Hari and Deepti's amazing work inspired creatives all over
the country to try their hand at paper cutting. People who may not necessarily consider

themselves artists are buying shadow boxes, led lights, and paper and are trying their
hand at recreating Hari and Deepti's innovative style in the comfort of their own homes.
A quick YouTube search will result in video bloggers creating videos and tutorials on
how they create their own shadow box dioramas as well. One artist and internet blogger
named Wu Qiang Kul creates his own designs in the stylings of Hari and Deepti and
sells DIY kits to help the non-creative folk have a lightbox illustration of their own.
In conclusion, Hari and Deepti successfully reimagined the ancient art of paper
cutting and incorporated ideas from the shadow puppets of Bali and created worlds we
fantasize inhabiting. Hari and Deepti broke the traditional boundaries of illustration with
their ability to create a piece that tells an entire story in just one scene and is a unique
combination of craft/illustration/sculpture that is captivating to anyone and can be
appreciated by everyone. Paper cut illustration as we know it today has come a long
way and innovative artists like Hari and Deepti are some of the people responsible for
the innovations.

Example of uses of velum

“Rise and Skate” NYC AIGA Window Installation

Pure Leaf travelling installation piece

